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LIBRARIES AND THE COMMUNICATION OF INFORMATION:
THE JAMAICAN SITUATION
Yvonne T. Lawrence
Librarian, Supreme Court Library, Kingston Jamaica,
Postgraduate Student, Department of Library and Information Studies
Loughborough University, England
There is no doubt that developing countries face numerous difficulties - lack
of adequate financing being a major factor.

Many of these countries operate

on meagre and rather limited financial resources, and they have aften been
left with no option but to produce priority lists for national development,
which will include, primarily, those areas which will bring about speedy
monetary returns.

The consequence for library and information sy s tems, which

are not revenue earners is, that in most cases they are not considered to be
priority areas.

Through neglect therefore, development of these areas have

been very slow.
Lack of progress in this field mayalso be attributed to the existence of
high rates of illiteracy within some countries - the general demand for
information being relatively low, while in others it could stem from the l a ck
of interest by politicians who resist channelling funds into pragrammes from
which they gain no political mileage.

But, getting back to priori ties -

developing countries must take cognisance of the fact that if an environment
for the communication is to exist, attent ion must first be paid to the
development of the library and information centres in the country, as it

~s

through these that information will be communicated.
Borchardt(l) has stated that "It is no longer seriously doubted that the
economie development of any country depends directlyon the availability of
information services for the support of industry and technology".

We must

also note that it has been estimated that within the next decade, Third World
countries will be producing material at the annual rate of 12-14 million
documents. (2)

Perhaps the situation is best summed up by Professor

Havard-Williams "What priority should one give to education, information and libraries?
Realistically, one has to agree that drains come before books, that
industrial development is essential to greater prosperity. On the other
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hand, , if moder n techn ologi es are to be develo ped one
must have
an ed4ca ted popul ation. If educa t i on is to be explo
ited econo mical ly
then :Î!nfor mation and libra ries are essen tial." (3)
Third World count ries must take the neces sary steps
to lay the found ation for
the develo pment of their inform ation system s. They
must seek pract ical and
,
econo mic ways to organ ise and store inform ation for
speed y retrie val and
dissem inatio n, and to implem ent system s which will co-or
dinat e inform ation
and effic ientl y comm unicat e it to the user.
The task is not a simpl e one. Surve ys of exist ing
servi ces, formu lation of
guide lines, clear ly define d objec tives and sound justif
icatio n are only a few
of the facto rs to be consi dered and effec ted in plann
ing a progra mme for the
imple menta tion of an inform ation system . Robre do outlin
es the proble ms
encou ntered in settin g up inform ation netwo rks in devel
oping count ries and
sugge sts that succe ss in imple menta tion will rely on
a) techn ologi cal
b) infra struc tural and c) human and enviro nmen tal facto
rs, (4) the lat ter
being the most signi fican t in terms of decisi on-ma king
as gover nment s and
polic ies frequ ently chang e. The task requi res caref
ul plann ing, perse veran ce
and suppo rt from the polic y maker s.
Jamai ca, like so many other Third World count ries has
had and stj 11 has, its
share of proble ms, which includ e shorta ge of foreig n
excha nge reserv es and a
reduc tion in earnin gs from its major expor ts. The count
ry 1S now facin g a
perio d of econo mic declin e. It must there fore embar
k on a progra mme for
econo mic recov ery, and its succe ss wilila rgely depen
d on the avail abili ty of
an adequ ate and effic ient inform ation system , which
will cater for perso ns at
every level of the socie ty. Despi te its many proble
ms, Jamai ca, in recog nition
of the impor tance of inform ation to natio nal develo pment
, has made signi fican t
stride s in the develo pment of its librar y and inform
ation system s, being the
first Carib bean count ry to have made a posit ive move
towar d the imple menta tion
A'
b'
o f t h e NftTIS
0 ]ect1. ves. (5)
In this paper I will try to descr ibe the inform ation
enviro nment which exist s
in Jamai ca, by lookin g at the schem e which has been
estab lished to eradi cate
illite racy and thus procu re an educa ted popul ation,
and by highl ightin g some
of the instit ution s which compr ise the netwo rks propo
sed for the natio nal
inform ation system as weIl as the role they play in
the comm unicat ion of
inform ation.
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Background
Jamaica, politically independent since 1962, is the largest and most developed
of the English-speaking islands of the Caribbean.

Before becoming a British

colony in 1655, the island was under Spanish rule from its discovery in 1494.
lts area is 4,411 square miles and its 2,169,000 inhabitants are distributed
among the 13 parishes of the island.

Industry (bauxite), tourism and

agriculture are the chief sourees of national income, the latter employing a
significant percentage of the country's labour force.

Jamaica is accessible

by sea and air and Jamaica. International Telecommunications Ltd. (JAMINTEL)
links Jamaica to the rest of the world through telephone, cab Ie, telex
and

ancillary

systems

such

as

its

Satellite

Earth

Station.

Internal communications are effected by an automatic telephone exchange syst em
(Jamaica Telephone Company Ltd.), 3,000 miles of main roads, and railroads.
Post offices are established in every town and postal agencies are located in
many villages .
Illiteracy and Education
For many years, the country experienced . serioussocial problems which hindered
its development, particularly in the area of illiteracy.

Education was

formerly the responsibility of church missionaries and it was only af ter the
abolition of slavery that the makings of an organised system of education
began to unfold. (6)

primary education in Jamaica was never compulsory and so

the country suffered the consequences - a high rate of illiteracy which up to
1970 was 50% (1970 Census).
Since 1962, great emphasis has been laid on educational and soeial programmes
and perhaps the most significant of these was the launching of the National
Literacy Board in 1972 for the purpose of eradicating illiteracy in the island
by 1976.

In 1974, however, the objectives of the Board were expanded and the

Jamaica Movement for the Advancement of Literacy (JAMAL) was founded.

lts

objectives were:
"a)
b)
c)

To eradicate illiteracy in Jamaica in the shortest possible time.
Improve the literacy skilis of the adult population in Jamaica.
Develop human resources and so enable each adult citizen to
participate meaningfully in the social, economie and cultural
development of the country." (7)

JAMAL's aim was not only to eradicate illiteracy but to provide programmes
of continuing education for the new literates, for the purpose of preventing
lapsed literacy.

This is being achieved through the holding of adult literacy

classes on an island-wide basis, and through filmed and recorded lecture
sessions for transmission on radio and television.
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Publicity for the literacy

programme is attracted by various methods e.g. a te1evised Literacy
Quiz Championship programme and the Annua1 International Literacy Day.
"
(8) conS1"d ers t h e programme a wort h wh"l
1 e one wh"1C h wou 1d b e use d as an
Harr1son
examp1e for other countries with similar prob1ems.
Suitab1e reading material for the new 1iterates, is in short supp1y and
therefore JAMAL has embarked on a publishing programme of "readers" covering
topics of general and nationa1 interest.

The re1uctance of commercial

publishers to participate in the venture is rather unfortunate as by so doing
it prevents distribution of this type of material to other countries having
similar programmes.

It is here that the public library service can make a

very va1uab1e contribution to the programme by its supportive role in the
provision of material.

This certainly applies to the Jamaica

Library Service

which provides large-print books for slow reaäers, in all its 1ibraries
throughout the is1and.

The tremendous success of the 1iteracy programme is

evidenced by the fact that in 1975 the 1iteracy rate was recorded as 86%. (9)
A recent announcement by the Minister of Education to introduce compulsory
education at primary school level, was we1comed.

JAMAL's ro1ewi11 inc1ude an

I11iteracy Prevention thrustwhich will involve it in liaison between the home
and the primary school, and provide skill training for 15-20 year old dropouts from the education system.
Planning the library and information system
Jamaica has been indeed fortunate in that with the exception of a National
Library, most of the fundamental requirements necessary for the building of
a national information system, were already present when the idea was born.
In 1972 an Exploratory Commit,tee on Arts and Culture was appointed by the
Prime Minister to "assess the cultura1 situation and recommend action.,,(10)
The recommendations of that committee resulted in the appointment of the
National Council on Libraries Archives and Documentation Services (NACOLADS)
in 1973 which was directed to inter alia, make recommendations for the
development of a national library and information system for the is1and, and
the establishment of a nationa1 1ibrary.

This move was a time1y one, as

September 1974 saw the adoption of the NATIS concept at the Intergovernmental
Conference on the Planning of National Documentation Library and Archive
Infrastructures.
In response to this Conference a follow-up Workshop on the Planning of National
Information Systems for the Caribbean was organised in 1975 for the purpose of
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examining the existing systems in the Caribbean and to formulating guidelines
for the establishment of suitab1e systems for each is1and.

In Jamaica,

NACOLADS, proceeded towards the first stage in the formulation of its P1an(10 )
by firstly identifying the 1ibrary and information organisations.

Six

Working Parties representing various types of 1ibraries (including archives)
were set up, to determine the number of types of 1ibraries in the ,is land,
to examine their role and contribution to the system, and to make
recommendations as necessary for the development of slich libraries.

Four

other Working Parties comprising supporting areas were also set up to
examine a) Manpower Resources, b) Publishing, c) Automation and d) National
Priorities, Legislation and Financial Resources.
NACOLADS has proposed a group of networks in the Plan which has been adopted
by Governmen t.

These comprise:-

a) National Library
b) Public Libraries
c) College Libraries
d) University Libraries
e) Archives and Records Management
f) Science and Techno10gy
g) Law
h) Physical Planning
i) Socio-economic areas
These netw·orks are designed to facilitate the flow of information, to build on
existing strengths and to develop weak areas.

Based on recommendations made

by NACOLADS since the adoption of the Plan, the Nationa1 Library was created
by The Institute of Jamaica . Act 1978.

This library, based on the former West

India Reference Library collection, houses the largest collection of West
Indiana in the Caribbean.

The National Library will have responsibility for

co-ordinating and supervising all government libraries which are represented
in the networks.

Each network . has a focal point - an established library,

which will in turn be responsible for theco-ordination of information within
that network.

This information will be stored at the focal point to facilitate

the Referral Service which the Nationa1 Library will offer as one of its
functions in satisfying requests and arranging interlibrary loans.

Each

network wili: ·
"co-ordinate and/or integrate all government aided library services thus
obtaining greater effectiveness and economical use of limited resources
while at the same time maintaining the significant traditions and .
specific functions of individual library services." (10)
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The institutions
Professor Saunders in discussing the role of librarie's in the corrnnunication
of information identifies four major functions which should obtain and which
are of vital importance to the national developrnent of any country:"a)
b)
c)
d)

the
the
the
the

furtherance of technological, scientific and industrial advances
process of education
preservation and transmission of the national cultural heritage
fulfilment of social and recreational needs."(ll)

These factors are essential to the planning of the inforination infrastructure
as it is necessary to make adequate provision of information to all levels of
the society.

With so much emphasis on scientific, technological and other

professional information needs, there is a tendency to neglect a large
percentage of the population, usually thoseliving in rural areas who need
. f
"
.
" d a1"I y rout1nes.
" ,
(12)
1n
ormat10n
to ass1st
th
em"1n the1r

I f we are to relate

the above functions to types of libraries, they fall into groupings of
a) special, b) academic, c) national and d) public libraries.

How therefore

do the libraries on the Jamaican scene measure up?
Special libraries
With few exceptions these represent libraries located within Government
Ministries and their departments, as weIl as statutory bodies which are
funded by government.

No single body administers these libraries as each one

is the responsibility of a particular Ministry.

Although the co-ordination

of these libraries is being carried out by NACOLADS, at the present time it
is only a recorrnnending body.
Some special libraries are well organis'e d and are run by qualified librarians.
These represent such areas as Education, Health, Law, Mining, Agriculture, and
Statistics.

More recently established and rapidly developing are libraries

of statutory bodies such as the Urban Development Corporation and the Bureau
of Standards.
Department.

The largest collection of maps 15 hOllsed at the Survey
On the whole these libraries are in dire need of attention and

when one realises the important role they play inthe decision making process,
their developme'n t is urgent.

These are the resources from which the policy

makers will need to draw rather heavily.

There is a vast amount of

duplication of stock and the fundamental problems of budgetary requirements,
accorrnnodation and staffing are consistent among these libraries.
networks have effected organised grouping

NACOLADS'

of these collections and

amalgamauions in some areas tio' eliminate duplication and overlap.

The weaker

areas will form part of a subsystem to be closely supervised by a qualified
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member of staff of the designated focal point of the group.

A wealth of

information is to be found in many of these collections as weIl as in offices,
but because of absence of trained staff to organise the collection, their
potential remains unexploited through under-utilisation.
Special libraries in the private sector are on the increase and the most
active of these is the Alcan Technical Information Centre attached to a
Bauxite Company.

Recent additions to the special library scene are the

libraries of the International Bauxite Association and Jamaica International
Telecommunications.

Newspaper libraries attached to the island's leading

daily newspapers also play their part in the communication of information
byopening their doors to students and other researchers, while at least one
law firm has already employed a librarian to organise its resources for use
by its partners and other members of staff.
The adoption of the Plan has created an awareness of the implications for
library development and it has had effect ón the provision of new posts in
areas which hitherto lacked trained personnel.

The recent appointment of

a Librarian at the National Planning Agency completed the picture and all
focal points are now manned by qualified personnel.
Academic and other educational institutions
The largest academic institution in Jamaica

~s

the University of the West

Indies - a regional institution funded by the English-speaking countries of
the Caribbean.
Barbados.

lts main campuses are in Jamaica, Trinidad and Tobago and

The Mona campus (Jamaica) is served by a main library and its two

Branches - the Medical and Science Libraries.

Although their primary function

is to provide research facilities for staff and students of the university,
the libraries are not averse to participating in a national information system
and thus extending the use of its resources outside of the University to
assist research.

There will be limitations, however, with re gard to its

priorities as its principal concern is for the university community.

The

libraries recognise their role in the communication of information and must
effect the best methods to achieve this.

Students can be introduced through

library orientation programmes, to methods which will enable them to exploit
the resources to the fullest because communication is a two way system.

In

the words of Saunders " ... drawing on them" (resources) "itself means
communication; means transfer from one source, or one person, to another."(ll)
Several other libraries are located on the Mona campus.
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Some are weIl

established

the libraries of the Institute of Social and ,Economic

Research, the School of Education, and the Department of Library Studies others are not organised.

Two independent lióraries - the United Theological

College Library and the Norman Manley Law School Librarymayalso be found on
the campus.

The major libraries are co-operating in a venture to co-ordinate

the resources of their lióraries in a Union catalogue at the Main Library of
the University.

The entire collection of the Law School Library is already

recorded in this catalogue.
There are some government-supported colleges which include the College of
Arts,Science and Technology with an active library serving staff and students,
and ten teachers colleges with organised libraries, five of which employ
qualified librarians.

The oldest professional school, the Jamaica School of

Agriculture houses a library which again lacks trained staff, but the
collection is weIl utilised.
Secondary schools are largely grant-aided but they belong mainly to private
institutions such as churches,and are governed by independent school boards
which determine library budgets.

This means that the standaidof the

libraries were not very high in the past but the increasing awareness of the
contribution that libraries make to the education process is evidenced by the
fact that a number of recent library school graduates are being employed to
organise these collections.
primary and infant schools are serviced by the Schools Library Service which
1S based at the Jamaica Library Service Headquarters.

Distribution of books

to these libraries is effected by Bookmobile serV1ces to all the island's
schools at this level of education.

Because of inadequate accommodation

problems experienced by many schools, the library collection varies in size.
The Ministry of Education, through which this scheme is funded, adopted the
School Library Standards, which were compiled by the Jamaica Library
Association, for implementation in schools.

There is room for improvement in

accommodation facilities for school libraries and this has been brought to
the attention of the authorities.
A junior secondary school programme for primary school leavers not going into
high schools w.as established in 1969.
accommodation for a library.

Each of the 68 schools was built with

These libraries are being supervised by

teacher/librarians who are encouraged to take the library science courses
which have been included in the curricula of at least two teachers colleges.
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- - - - - - - - .

National Library
The establishment of the National Library of Jamaica and its co-ordinating
role has already been mentioned, although its importance in collection,
storage and prese.rvation of the "national cultural heritage" cannot be
overemphasised.
Public libraries
Since 1948 the Jamaica Library Service has played a major role in the
connnunication process by provision of a free library service to the Jamaican
population.

It is administered by the Jamaica Library Board through its

Headquarters and 13 Parish Libraries and therefore its service is extended
to every corner of the island in approximately 450 service points which
comprise Branch Libraries, Book Centres and Bookmobile stops.

A free postal

service operates for the benefit of those persons to whom the library is not
easily accessible, and delivery vans penetrate those areas inaccessible by
heavy bookmobiles.
This library service caters for adults and children of every level of the
society and provides good research facilities, material for recreational
purposes, special types of literature for certain categories of persons
e.g. slow readers or persons visually handicapped, as also services to
prisons and hospitais.

These are but a few of the libraries' activities but

worthy of note is its wide range of cultural activities for individual
development as weIl as group involvement within connnunities.

These activities

also serve to attract the potential user to the library to enable him to
avail himself of the many and varied services provided.

An interloan

serv~ce

is available and excellent rapport is maintained with other libraries and
institutions which creates the environment for the efficient transfer of
information.

As was earl ier mentioned, it plays a supportive role in the

provision of literature for JAMAL's new literates.
The Jamaica Library Service is not without its problems.

Funding for new

equipment, expansion of existing buildings and services, need for increased
manpower resources, are some of the problems being experienced, but it

~s

nevertheless a fine example of a library organisation in a developing
country which endeavours to make information available to the society at
large by communicating it through strategically based service points to
reach the rural communities which are of ten neglected and which, in the case
of Jamaica represents three-quarters of the total population.
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Professional Associations
The role of the Jamaica Lihrary Association
Jamaica,

~s

a commendable one .

~n

the field of librarianship

~n

Through its Executive Committee, several

Ivorking Parties and an active Schools Section, it has made outstanding
contributions to library development in the island particularly in the field
of library education as was evidenced by its involvement'in the establishment of the Department of Library Studies at the University of the West
lndies in 1971.
The Association attracts members frorp public and private library organisations
and makes representations to Government on behalf of librarians in matters
concerning the status of librarians and conditions of service .

It has been

instrumental in the compilation of a directory of libraries in Jamaica and
more significantly, the compilation of School Library Standards which have
.....

been adopted for implementation by the Ministry of Education. Standards for
College Libraries have recently been completed.

There is no doubt that the

Association has Lts role to play in the furthering of the development of
the institutions vital to the communication of information.
Automation
In considering the role of the library in the communication of information
in developingcountries, we of ten think

~n

terms of traditional methods of

imparting information to the user, e.g. by provision of the literature
through Lnterlibrary loans.

Our means of communicating information extends

to types of communication such as the terephone, post office, cab les,
transport, but as we seek to improve ourselves we turn to other and more
efficient methods of transferring information, in terms of speedy retrieval
and transmission, and we find ,ourselves in the area of the new technology,
which is vital to a national information system for rapid, effective
nationwide communication of information.
When the Working Party investigated

~his

area it

disc~vered

that although

technology was being increasingly applied to industry, very little was being
implemented in libraries and irif.ormation systems, although several libraries
have access to computer services.

One system is already in operation at the

National Library of Jamaica - the computerisation of the Index to the Daily
Gleaner. (13)

Alcan Technical Information Centre is also operating a

periodicals routing system by use of a computer.

The problems which

Jamaican librariansare likely to experience in the move toward library
automation, fall into the areas of personnel, equipment and finance.
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These

--"

- - .
are discussed by Chan(14) who argues that while librarians "may not be
expected to become fully-fledged computer programmers", they should be
sufficiently informed about such systems and how they function by attending
appropriate courses, to enable them to decide on the system most suitable
for their purposes, and to have a voice in its operation.
The new technology will enhance, certainly not hinder the communication
of information, but it is an area which will necessitate careful evaluation
and the conducting of surveys, to ascertain the kind of systems which will
be suitable for our purposes.

On-line systems appear appropriate to the

needs of Third World countries, but while one might be able to identify
required articles, there are difficulties in obtaining copies of these
articles when they are not locally available.

The setting-up of computer

services are costly and as they have to be purchased outside of the country,
progress could be impeded owing

to the severe problems in acquiring foreign

exchange.
New , developments
The framework for Jamaica's national information system has been laid,
and successful

implementation now depends on the availability of adequate

financial resources.

In recognition of the role of science and technology in

national development, NACOLADS has attempted to have that network established
as early as possible.

The services of a consultant were acquired to advise

on its establishment and efforts are currently being made to secure technical
.

ass~stance

for

..

~ts

~mp

1

.

ementat~on.

(15)

Meanwhile the International Development Research Centre's (IDRC) Technical
Assistance programme for developing the National Library of Jamaica and
establishing and developing the Socio-Economic Information Network came into
operation with the arrival of the IDRC Adviser, and a documentation centre
is being established at the National Planning Agency - the network's focal
point.
While we are busy organising information and trying to improve our methods of
communicating it, we must ensure that our users are given the opportunity,
through teaching, to exploit these resources to the fullest, because
communication of information is a two-way process.
the words of Borchardt,

"

I therefore close with

(1)

if develctping countries want to keep developing they must make sure
not only that all citizens can read, but also that all citizens can
use libraries."

175

REFERf'NCES
1.

BORCHARDT, D.H. Aspects of library and information services in the
framework of social policy planning . . lntérnational Library Review
9, 1977: pp.403-4l2.

2.

ARNTZ, Helmut. Planning of National Overall Documentation, Library
and Archives lnfrastructures Paris, Unesco, 1974, 44p.

3.

HAVARD-WlLLlAMS, P. Libraries and information in developing countries
Paper presented at the 9th IATUL Conference bn Libraries and the
Communication Process, April 12-16 Lausanne, 1980.

4.

ROBREDO, Jaime . . Problems involved in setting up and operating
informa.tion networks in the developing countries. Unesco
Bulletiri for Libraries 30(5) 1976: pp.25l-254.

5.

Intergovernmental Conference on the Planning of National Do'cumentation,
Library and Archives Infrastructure. Final Report. September 23 27
1974, Paris, Unesco, 1974, 65p.

6.

ROBINSON, Joyce L. Jamaica, Libraries in
Encyclopaedia of Library
Library and lnformation Science. Vol.13. New York. Marcel Dekker
lnc., 1975: pp.169-205.

7.

JAMAL Foundation. Literature for new readers.
Association Bulletin, 1977: pp.14-l6.

8.

HARRISON, K.C. How Jamaica is tackling illiteracy. Library Association
Record 78(11) 1976: p.259.

9.

World Almanack and Book of Facts 1980.
Association Inc., 1979. 976p.

10.

Jamaica. National Council on Libraries, Archives and Documentation
Services. Plan for a National Documentation, Information and
library system for Jamaica. Kingston NACOLADS, 1978. 83p.

11.

SAUNDERS, W.L. The development of libraries as a key factor in
·communication. proceedings, papers and summaries of discussions at
the Pub~ic Libraries Conference, B1ackpoo1. September 14-16, 1971.
London, The Library Association, 1971. 65p.

12.

JACKSON, Miles. Libraries and documentation centres and the
communication environment. International Library Review 8,
1976: pp.36l-366.

13.

KAVANAUGH, Rosemary. The flirtation that is paying off.
Library Association Bulletin 1977: pp.39-4l.

14.

CHAN, Graham, K.L. Library automation.
Bulletin, 1979-1980: pp.3l-33.

15.

FERGUSON, Stephanie. The science and technical information network.
Jamaica Library Association Bulletin 1979-1980: p.34.

176

Jamaica Library

New York, Newspapers Enterprise

Jamaica

Jamaica Library Association

